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HANNAH MORE,
THE DIDACTIC TRADITION,
AND THE
RISE
OF THE
ENGLISH NOVEL
Karen Swallow Prior

idactic narrative has been described as the "stepchild"
of literary criticism. Yet, some would consider the
term "didactic" as applicable to any genre of literature,
inasmuch as an underlying philosophy or view is implicit in all writing.
This was the belief of Hannah More (1745-1833), a conservative,
feminist, and Evangelical author of turn of the eighteenth century
England. In the Preface to her collected Works of 1801 More observes:
No book perhaps is perfectly neutral; nor are the effects of
any altogether indifferent. From all our reading there will be
a bias on the actings of the mind, though with greater or less
degree of inclination, according to the degree of impression
made, by the nature of the subject, the ability of the writer,
and the disposition of the reader. And though....the whole
may produce no general effect, proportionate to the hopes of
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the author; yet some truth may be picked out from among
many that are neglected; some single sentiment may be seized
on for present use; some detached principle may be treasured
up for future practice.'

Such a view does not diminish but enhances the artistic accomplishment
of literature by acknowledging its inherent power to touch or even stir
the soul of the reader. Such an effect (though tempered, as More points
out, by. subject matter, ability, and the reader herself) exceeds the
capacity of even the author to control.
Still, a distinction can be drawn between a literature whose
primary purpose is to instruct and one that has some other aim. It is
therefore helpful to distinguish within the field of letters that literature
of a primarily didactic purpose. Such literature has been defined as that
in which
the main functions of the poetic text are understood to be the
teaching of certain kinds of truth, either propositions to be
accepted by rational assent or standards of conduct to be
grasped and followed. Companion to these is the belief that
literature must be pleasing, and pleasure is usually considered
the means by which truth is made palatable.^
A most exemplary writer of didactic literature of the modern era is
Hannah More. As one of the late eighteenth century's most well
known and well respected female writers and social reformers. More
earned a prominent place among her contemporaries in literary and
religious circles, as well as among audiences in England and America.
Her works, (which include poems, plays, treatises, tracts, and one novel)
were some of the best-selling publications of the age. Though she
received considerable critical attention in the late eighteenth century
and well into the nineteenth century. More has been forgotten in the
current-day canon. Nevertheless, More's didactic works played a
significant role in directing and expanding the literary tastes of English

' Hannah More, Works of Hannah More, 2 vols. (New York: Harper, 1843), Preface.
^ Robert L. Montgomery, The Reader's Eye: Studies in Didactic Literary Theory from Dante to
Tasso (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1979), 2.
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readers from the political and social elite to the newly literate farming
and laboring classes. From her earliest writings, More made clear that
instruction was her main concern. She, in turn, was just as certainly
influenced by a long and variegated tradition of didactic literature, a
tradition which includes the periodical essay, the conduct book, the
spiritual biography, and didactic fiction.

^ The Didactic Tradition ^
More's correspondence reveals that the periodical essay formed a
significant portion of her reading diet; the influence of this genre on her
own writing is unmistakable. According to her first biographer,
William Roberts, the Spectator was one of the earliest and most lasting
literary forces in Hannah More's life. Indeed, as one critic has described
it, More's only novel, Coelebs in Search of a Wife, "is less a story than a
series of essays modeled on those of the Spectator and the Rambler, over
which Hannah had pored in her youth."'
From early on, periodicals simultaneously met and cultivated the
same desire for amusement that would later be satisfied by the novel.
Addison's awareness of the power of fiction to "exert a social
influence"'* can be seen in Spectator IV, No. 512, where Addison states
that the fable is an effective vehicle of influence and moral teaching.
Along with this clear moral purpose for the fiction and fables in the
periodicals, the common inclusion of dramatis personae to present a
range of views on various topics, such as those found in the Spectator
and, before that the Weekly Comedy (1699), foreshadows the didactic
fiction of More's Cheap Repository Tracts.
Periodicals were purveyors of the idea (later rejected by Evangeli
cals such as More) that religion and literature were mutually exclusive
pursuits. In his history of the English periodical, Graham differentiates
between "social periodicals," which commonly contained criticism but
tended not to review literature unless with expressed religious or moral
reservation, and entertainment periodicals, whose task it was "to justify
the reading of poetry, fiction, drama, and other forms of light litera' Mary Alden Hopkins, Hannah More and her Circle (Loudon: Longmans, 1947), 229.
•* Walter Graham, English Literary Periodicals (New York: Octagon Books, 1966), 52.
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ture." Graham concludes that the periodical tradition in the late
seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries "saw the beginnings of what
was to be eventually a complete and more or less permanent dissocia
tion of the belles-lettres from piety and partisanship,"' a separation later
found regrettable by some religious conservatives such as Hannah
More.' On the other hand, periodicals such as the Spectator and the
Tatler, "tried to make the polite religious and the religious polite"; and
"their 'wholesome project of makingwit useful'^ succeeded completely"
with a wide reading audience.^ Clearly, it is this school of thought
espoused by the writers of the Tatler and the Spectator that provided
More with a model, as well as an audience, for works that were both
didactic and entertaining. Thus the essay form shares a particular
affinity with the ideals and perspectives of more conservative readers,
writers, and critics such as the Evangelicals. The essay roots its readers
in the here and now at the same time that it points them toward the
future, and "the promise of self-transformation is endemic in the form."'
Transformation of the self is, of course, the theme of the Evangelical
message of spiritual rebirth through faith in Christ. The essay was, then,
the natural vehicle for More's didacticism.
The conduct book tradition is closely linked to that of the early
eighteenth century periodicals. The fiction included in the periodical
was often mere dramatization of conduct book advice.The conduct
book is defined as literature promoting "a code of ethics, aesthetics, or
peculiar information for any class-conscious group."" The compiler of
the Newberry Library's collection of conduct books defines these
works as:
any work, or significant part of a work, which sets forth for
the gentleman (or gentlewoman) first, the qualities or criteria.

' Graham, English Literary Periodicals, 63,64.
' See, for example. Literary Panorama 6 (1809): 259-67.

'rar/erNo.64(1709).

' Ian Watt, The Rise of the Novel (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press,
1957), 51.
' Margaret Beetham, A Magazineof Her Ownf Domesticity and Desire in the Woman's Magazine
1800-1914 (London: Routledge, 1996), 14.
Madhuchhanda Mitra, Educating the Eighteenth-Century Heroine: The Lessons of Haywood,
Lennox, and Bumey, Kent State University Ph.D. dissertation, 1989,10.
"John E. Mason, Gentl^olk in the Making (New York: Octagon Books, 1971), 4.
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inherent or acquired, which he must possess; second, his
formation (including his various interests, exercises, recre
ations, and amusements) and his education; and third, his
conduct."
Significantly, in this definition, conduct is only one of three concerns
of these works, the preceding two being personal qualities and educa
tion. While originally written for a more genteel audience, conduct
books came into greater demand as the literate and the middle classes
grew. During a time when changes in social mobility, the roles of
women, the education of the lower classes, and technological advances
were impending, conduct books helped readers to navigate through an
increasingly uncertain world of social norms and expectations. The
eighteenth-century preoccupation of these books with manners, in
particular, "is widely marked as one of the characteristics of the age.""
Yet, morality, not just manners, was a primary concern for
conduct book writers. Indeed, conduct books were not merely
concerned with etiquette, but were "based on morality and inner
development rather than on fashion and expedience."" Traditionally,
the purpose of conduct books was the inculcation of principles,
followed by the establishment of behaviors based upon these principles
and then with the manners that outwardly reflected these principled
morals." It was the distinctive mark of the eighteenth century conduct
book, however, to promote a more specifically religious view of both
manners and morality.
The rise of the conduct book for female readers, which followed
the popularity of such books for men, has resulted in the years
1760-1820 being noted as the age of courtesy booksfor women." Sylvia
Kasey Marks's bibliography of approximately 175 conduct books

Virgil B. Heltzel, comp., A Check List ofCourtesy Books in the Newberry Library (Chicago; The
Newberry Library, 1942). Quoted in Sylvia Kasey Marks, SirCharles Grandison, The Compleat
Conduct Book (Cranbury: Associated University Press, 1986), 42n.
" Joyce Hemlow, "Fanny Burney and the Courtesy Books," PMLA 65 (1950): 732.
" Penelope Joan Fritzer, Jane Austen and Eighteenth Century Conduct Books (Westport:
Greenwood Press, 1997), 4.
Hemlow, "Fanny Burney and the Courtesy Books," 733.
" Hemlow, 732.
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includes as many titles of books addressed to women as to men.'^
Nancy Armstrong cites in her book a litany of eighteenth century
conduct book writers and notes that Hannah More was one author who
made her reputation writing such works.'' Indeed, in addition to being
written for an audience of female readers, conduct literature afforded an
opportunity for legitimate writing by women. Such works allowed
female authors "to express their ideas of moral reform and to fulfil [sic]
the function assigned to them as refiners and critics of manners."" In
an age when women held no recognized authority in the public realm,
female conduct book writers strengthened the moral and social
authority of women in the private realm. At the same time, the
renewal of religious life brought about by the Evangelical movement
increased the spiritual authority of women. This newly found female
authority, as evidenced by the impact of More's works, uniquely
transcended an otherwise well-marked division between public and
private concerns.
This era of the conduct book for women provided the right
conditions for a writer like More, a singular author who wrote didactic
works pertaining to high and low, and men and women alike. And
while her religious and moral views always prominently adorned her
sleeve. More was equally effective in addressing and influencing more
secular affairs. One critic, in fact, complains that Evangelicals such as
More "bombarded their countrymen with treatises and manuals on the
proper conduct for 'serious' men and women to adopt" and that the
model of behavior promoted by the Evangelicals was widely followed
and responsible for the "cult of respectability and conformity" of
middle-class Victorian England. To serve as proof of such influence, this
critic cites eight Evangelical conduct books published between 1763 and
1829 (which include four works authored by and one work dedicated
to Hannah More) that were widely circulated and were the "forerunners

" Sylvia Kasey Marks, Sir Charles Grandison: The Compleat Conduct Book (Cranbury, New
Jersey: Associated University Press, 1986), 127-42.
" Nancy Armstrong, Desire and Domestic Fiction: A Political History of the Novel (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1987).
" Hemlow, "Fanny Burney and the Courtesy Books," 733.
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of those innumerable books on how to behave" which became so
popular during the Victorian era.^°
Strikingly characteristic of the age of the conduct book was a
small, influential class of readers whose interest in literature was
confined to "that which was produced within their own circle and
which dealt with that absorbing topic—themselves."^' This group of
influential readers and writers set an example of preoccupation with the
self for their lower class contemporaries.
There is no other phase of society in all our history of
which we have so complete and detailed a picture, with
touches put in so many hands. We see members of this
privileged class governing, intriguing, going into opposition;
dancing, flirting, gambling, sojourning at Bath to take the
waters...trying to outdo one another in richness and variety
of decoration; laying out gardens according to the artificial
and fantastic style of the period; taking tea at Hampton Court
and supping at Vauxhall; writing at great length witty letters
to tell their absent friends of all their activities; making verses
to celebrate these occupations and the hundred other trifles
that filled their days.^^
Thus emerges a pattern of self-absorption, engendered by the
conduct book audience and magnified by the onset of greater technol
ogy and literacy, creating a need for the kind of didactic works authored
by More and others that would, ironically, attempt to turn this selfabsorption toward service to God and to one's fellow man.

^°Ian Bradley, The Call to Seriousness; The Evangelical Impact on the Victorians (New York:
Macmilian Publishing, 1976), 145,149. These works are.- Complete Duty ofMan by Henry Venn
(1763), Enquiry Into the Duties of Men in the Higher and Middle Classes of Society by Thomas
Gisborne (1775), An Enquiry Into the Duties of the Female Sex by Thomas Gisborne (1797),
Thoughts on the Manners of the Great to General Society by Hannah More (1787), Strictures on
Female Education by Hannah More (1799j, Hints Toward Forming the character of a young
princess by Hannah More (1805), Christian Morals by Hannah More (1813), and Portraiture of
a Christian Gentleman by William Roberts (1829), a work dedicated to Hannah More.
Amy Cruse, The Shaping of English Literature and the Readers'Share in the Development of its
Forms (New York; Thomas Y. Crowell, 1927), 226.
Cruse, 227.
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For the Christian, of course, undue focus on one's self was
undesirable, but following the Reformation, greater importance was
placed on the state of the individual soul; to examine and write about
such a subject seemed to require no further justification in this
context.^' Biography was long the staple of religious periodicals and
journals.^"* By the end of the eighteenth century, however, when
Evangelicals perceived a shortage of public lives worthy of emulation,
the writers of both sermons and spiritual biography faced a dearth of
non-fictional subjects. In a sermon published in 1802, for example.
Rev. B. W. Mathias observed.
Men of honour are the respected personages of the day, and
what are these? compounds of the duellist, the gambler, the
debauchee, the seducer, the adulterer, and not unfrequently,
the intentional suicide. Such are the persons idolized in many
circles.^'
Thus began an effort by the Evangelicals to publish works that provided
readers with examples of people of imitable spiritual lives and conduct.
So while Evangelicals opposed the reading of romances and popular
novels, works based on real and imitable lives were deemed extremely
beneficial.
Yet, an examination of the biographical beginnings of narrative
fiction shows that a clear distinction between non-fiction and fiction in
biography particularly in autobiography) is often lacking.^' Biogra
phies were commonly written for the purpose of family record keeping
and the motivations for embellishment or rearrangement of the facts
were numerous. Many of the critics and publications that proscribed
novel-reading lauded biographical accounts, which more often than not,
read like some of the most sensational romances. Biography influenced
the growing support for fiction in other, subtler ways, as well:

" G. A. Starr, Defoe and Spiritual Autobiography (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University
Press, 1965), 4.
" Samuel J. Pickering, Jr., The Moral Tradition in English Fiction 178^-1850 (Hanover, New
Hampshire: University Press of New Hampshire, 1976), 66.
Quoted in Ian Bradley, The Call to Seriousness, 146.
Dale Spender, Mothers of the Novel: 100 Good Women Writers Before Jane Austen (London:
Pandora Press, 1986), 30-46.

Didactic Tradition

49

Because biography and autobiography incorporate some of
the features of fiction—character, a story, the selection of
detail and information, etc.—the category of real and true
stories was being transformed as this new genre was intro
duced.^^
Such an approach to narrative served to emphasize the narrative
elements of events and incideiits. As later reflected in More's tracts and
tales, the pivotal point of spiritual autobiography is the individual's
conversion. All events are seen in terms of before, during, or after that
central event.^* As the emphasis of such narrative shifted toward the
effects, less importance was placed on specific names, dates, and other
facts; thus readers and writers alike discovered the value of the narrative
form.^'
One final ingredient in this recipe for morally palatable fiction was
the sermon. Recognizing the centrality of sermon literature in the diet
of the reading public of this age is important to understanding the
popular appeal of didactic literature. Some of the most important works
of English prose from the seventeenth century are sermons, and this
appetite grew with the rise of Protestantism into first half of the
nineteenth century.'® This textual and cultural influence helps explain
to the modern reader, perplexed by the immense popularity of More's
preachy prose, the tremendous appeal of her works to her contempo
rary audience.

Spender, 30.
G. A. Starr, Drfoe and Spiritual Autobiography, 40.
" Robert Mayo, The English Novel in the Magazines, 1740-1815 (Evanston: Nonhwestern
University Press, 1962), 361.
" Diana Spearman, The Novel and Society (New York: Barnes and Noble, 1966), 156.
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^ Hannah More, the Didactic Writer ^
Her years spent in London provided More with yet other models of
didactic art. While her close friend David Garrick displayed the power
of the stage to instruct, More's friendship with Sir Joshua Reynolds
inspired her appreciation of the power of the fine arts to direct the
mind and elevate the thoughts. "I hope the poets and painters will at
last bring the Bible into fashion, and that people will get to like it from
taste, though they are insensible to its spirit, and afraid of its doctrines,"
More wrote home in 1776. "I love this great genius [Sir Joshua
Reynolds], for not being ashamed to take his subjects from the most
unfashionable of all books."^'
While More read and admired theological works by the clergy,
such as Bishop Lowth's Isaiah, she found such works "better calculated
for scholars than for plain Christians." Lowth's De Sacra Poesi, on the
other hand, a work of both literary and religious value, she praised as
"wonderfully entertaining and instructive."^^ In a letter from More to
her fellow Bluestocking, Frances Boscawen, More reveals the important
literary influence of such serious writers as Rev. John Newton and
Samuel Johnson. More describes Newton's Cardiphonia (whose author
was unknown to More at the time) as "full of vital, experimental
religion" and "rational and consistent piety." More also praises
Johnson's Life of Addison for its "exquisite discrimination of character,"
"exactness of criticism," and "moral discernment.""
Although More's literary diet was heavy with dense, prosaic
writings (more often than not theological works), her growing
appreciation for literature that both pleased and instructed is evident in
her correspondence. Of course, from as early as the years of her
friendship with the actor and dramatist David Garrick, More recog
nized the potential power in combining entertainment with instruction.
Indeed, it was "from Garrick that More learned to make her didactic art

" All referencesto More's correspondence are taken komMemoirs ofthe Life and Correspondence
of Mrs. Hannah More, edited by William Robens, 2 vols. (New York: Harper Borthers, 1845).
This is from vol. I, 50.
Memoirs 1,137.
Memoirs, I, 111.
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entertaining," and she agreed with Garrick that "the theater should
instruct as well as please."^"* This is the sentiment that would eventually
lead More to write the Cheap Repository Tracts and Coelebs in Search
of a Wife. "No age ever owed more to a female pen than to yours,"
wrote the Bishop of London to Hannah More in 1799. "All your
exertions tend to the same point—the cause of virtue and religion; and
whether you write for a duchess or Will Chip, you are sure of doing
good."'' In another letter, written some years earlier, the Bishop had
lauded More for daring to use her pen "to disturb the sweet repose and
tranquility of the fashionable world," and stated further:
Your style and manner are so marked, and so confessedly
superior to those of any other moral writer of the present age
that you will be immediately detected by every one that
pretends to any taste in judging of composition, or any skill
in discriminating the characteristic excellencies of one author
from another....There are but few persons, I will venture to
say, in Great Britain, that could write such a book—that
could convey so much sound. Evangelical morality, and so
much genuine Christianity, in such neat and elegant
language."
While the Bishop's praise of More's writing style was warm. More
herself (along with some others) criticized her skill in writing for its
rapidity and lack of revision. "Though rather a careless writer myself,
owing to no extreme and blamable rapidity," she once wrote, "I yet
think purity of style of no little importance: as far as concerns perspicu
ity, it is one of the great charms of composition: farther than this I am
not fastidious. Style is an excellent garnish, but it is not of itself
substantial food."''' For More, style always took second place to didactic
substance, from her first publication to her last."

" Charles Howard Ford, Hannah More: A Critical Biography (New York: Peter Lang, 1996), 17,
18.
" Memoirs II, 52.
Memoirs 1,353.
" Memoirs II, 406.
" This doesn't mean that literary style was of no value to More. Her correspondence is filled
with commentary, praises, and criticisms of her voluminous reading. In a letter home from
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More's works were always directed at the spiritual condition of the
reader and the social obligations incumbent upon the spiritually aware
individual. Such a focus reflects a subtle shift in the didactic tradition,
a movement from sublime to more sublunary concerns. While More's
ancestors in didactic literature, Dante for example, viewed "the affective
mbtives of art in the context of the soul's movement towardssalvation,"
More's generation of didacticism "pointed at the consequences of art for
moral behavior...[and]...as an incitement to virtuous conduct in this
life."'' This change in didactic focus parallels a similar shift in genres:
the epic poem is highly suitable for directing the reader toward
thoughts of things eternal while the essay, tract, and finally, the novel
are more effective messengers for more day-to-day social and political
concerns. More's didacticism emphasized the way in which both
eternal and daily concerns could be inextricably connected.
More's writings, as will be shown below, exhibit both the art of
instruction valued by her predecessors as well as the more expressive,
sentimental approach that came to characterize much of the literature
of the nineteenth century. This perhaps explains the critical and
popular acclaim of a didacticism that seems so stale and strange today.
The turn of the eighteenth century was a time ripe for a writer with
More's skill and purpose to nurture this newly birthed audience for
hterature that was both socially and personally directed, both entertain
ing and didactic.
Though she would later renounce the theater, drama was More's
first literary love. Her first work, a drama titled The Search After
Happiness and originally written as a recitation exercise for the students
in her family's girls' school, was an attempt "to furnish a substitute for
the improper custom, which then prevailed, of allowing plays, and
those not always of he purest kind, to be acted by young ladies in
boarding schools.""*" This play, first published in 1773, dramatizes the
concept that happiness can not be found in fashionable dress, an
unprincipled life, or empty learning, but rather through the deliberated

London in 1776, More relayed a conversation she had with Samuel Johnson about the writing
style of the Dean of Gloucester. Roberts adds his own note to the letter, stating that Hannah
had once asked the Dean if he thought it "advisable to polish his style rather more" {Memoirs
149n). Clearly, writing style, not only substance, was of importance to More.
" Montgomery, The Reader's Eye, 3.
Preface to the play in Works of Hannah Morel vols. (New York: Harper, 1843)1,110-11.

Didactic Tradition

53

pursuit of a virtuous life. Significantly, More takes the same approach
in this very early work as she does in later years: sufficiently reinforcing
traditional roles for and ideas about women to gain the support of the
majority of her readers, and yet launching enough criticism against
conventionally held views to direct her didacticism toward substantial
reform. More's next play and her first public production was The
Inflexible Captive, published in 1774. The message of this work, the
story of a captured Roman general who refuses to trade his country's
sure defeat for his own freedom, is clear. More's ingenious use of a
classical setting, thus "wooing classically educated sophisticates,"'" to
promote Christian and conservative values brings her didactic art to
greater development than before. This work clearly demonstrates at an
early stage in her writing career More's ability to weave together
disparate facets of her culture in a manner persuasive to a wide
audience. More returns to an English setting for her next drama, her
least didactic and most successful play (bolstering, if not proving, the
view that art and didacticism do make for a difficult mix), the Garrickassisted production of Percy 1)777) The central message of the play
(based on a French work), a warning about the far-reaching and
dangerous consequences of vengeance,"*^ is here possibly overwhelmed
by its eloquent tragedy. More's most overtly didactic plays appeared in
a collection called Sacred Dramas, published in 1782. Although the
dramas were published in nineteen editions, critical response was
moderate.'*'' The literary influences found in these dramas include the
poets and prophets of the Bible and the epic style of Milton. In these
plays. More is seen appropriating a popular form of entertainment and
transforming it into a work more characteristic of a great sermon, but
disguised so as to captivate an audience that might otherwise be
unreceptive. More was greatly pleased to receive the praise from the

" Preface, 55.
" One measure of Percy's success is that, after a twenty-one night run and a quickly sold-out
first edition of 4,000 copies, the play earned More 600 pounds, in contrast to the 20 guineas
Fanny Burney received the same year for her Evelina. See Robin Reed Davis, Anglican
Evangelicalism andtheFeminine Literary Tradition (Ph.D. Dissertation, Duke University,1982),
41.
" Vengeance, particularly as expressed through dueling, came to be one of the many social ills
the Evangelical movement to which More belonged worked to abolish.
" Hopkins, Hannah More and her Circle,102. ~
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Bishop of Chester that the collection "would do a vast deal of good."""
Yet, this attempt to reach the dissolute members of the upper class was
not, by More's own measure, successful. She recognized later that "the
word 'sacred' in the title is a damper to the dramas."''^
More's use of drama for didactic purposes was rare among didactic
writers: the tendency for didactic writers to avoid this form likely can
be attributed to the general animus toward drama by religious conserva
tives from the Puritans to the Evangelicals."*^ Yet, as indicated above,
More's mentor David Garrick believed that the theater should not only
entertain, but also instruct, and under the actor's tutelage. More learned
to mix entertainment with didactic art. Still, More eventually gave up
on the idea of a didactic stage, believing instead that the "stage pro
moted rather than diminished pretense and artifice.""*' What More
failed to achieve on the stage, however, found greater success in her
verse and, later, her treatises and tracts.
More's didacticism did not waver when she moved from writing
plays to poetry. In Sacred Dramas More included the poem "Sensibil
ity," which received a more positive reception than the plays. Yet
another address to the upper class, the poem is a criticism of the
popularity among the upper-classes of "sensibility," the ability to
demonstrate refined emotions and taste in what More viewed as an
absence of true compassion. The poem was roundly praised by More's
fellow Bluestockings for its attack on "that mock-feeling and sensibility
which is at once the boast and disgrace of our times.""*' Even in writings
that celebrated her decidedly secular London friends. More developed
her thoughts on religion. Bas Bleu (1782) and Florio (1782) honored the
Bluestocking circle and Horace Walpole, respectively. Bas Bleu received
the accolades of Johnson himself, and ELing George received his own
copy, at his request, copied by More's own hand.'° The poem Florio, by
celebrating "the transformation of a worldly and epicene bachelor

Memoirs I, 138.
'''Memoirs, 138.
" Patricia Demers, Heaven Upon Earth: The Form of Moral and Religious Children's Literature,
to /S30 (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1993), 142.
" Ford, Hannah More, 43.
'''Memoirs 1,138.
" M. G. Jones, Hannah More (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1952), 51.
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similar to Walpole into a godly and married layman,expressed the
universal Evangelical hope of rebirth and renewal for even the most
carnal individuals. More's first overtly political work was the poem,
"Slavery, A Poem" (1790), written following Parliament's failure to
abolish England's slave trade through several bills brought by William
Pitt in the last years of the eighteenth century. Ford finds that this
poem marks More's growth from accommodation of the existing
culture to advocacy of cultural and social change," a significant
observation as it relates to the development of More's didactic art.
The first of what would be considered More's purely didactic
works. Thoughts on the Manners of the Great, was written in 1788 before
she come under the full influence of the Evangelical movement.
However, it is clear from this work as well as from her correspondence
that More was even at this early stage uncomfortable with the tastes and
values represented by the manners of the "great," whom she viewed as
the "patterns" which the rest of the world would follow. The theme of
this treatise. More writes, points out the "ridiculousness" in "the zeal we
have for doing good at a distance, while we neglect the little, obvious,
everyday, domestic duties which should seem to solicit our attention.""
Bishop Porteus wrote to More in 1787 following his reading of the stillunpublished work, "Can we find any one but yourself that can make
the 'fashionable world' read books of morality and religion, and find
improvement when they are only looking for amusement?"" Indeed,
when Thoughts was published the next year, its sales were hugely
successful, and it went through a second edition in little more than a
week and a third in four hours; seven editions were sold in a few
months.'^ Queen Charlotte loaned her copy to Fanny Burney, and
some years later, in 1795, Bumey entered into her "Extract Book" a
summary of the customs and sins More recommended to be abolished."
Published anonymously, Thoughts excited speculation about its
authorship. According to one biographer, people thought the writer

" Ford, Hannah More, T7.
" Ford, Hannah More, 92.
" Works 1,265.
^ Memoirs 1,273.
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"was assuredly a person of education and of such breeding as had given
him a chance to investigate in person the abuses he would reform."'^
Some thought the Bishop of London himself to be the mystery author.
The comments offered by James Stephen some time later in a letter to
More in 1811 help explain the surprising success of a staid, religious
work among readers who were, for the most part, anything but:
If you give, as you prepare us to expect, and as the subject
indeed implies, little that is substantially new, you give what
is more valuable, old and most important truths in a new and
interesting dress. To change even the garb of religious
instruction and exhortation is not easy, but is highly useful
and important. Nor is it a matter of small account that many
who too rarely open a religious book will read a work of
yours, even on practical piety, lest they should seem to be
ignorant of such novelties in the literary world as are sure to
engage general attention.''
Two years later, in 1790, More authored the second of her overtly
didactic works. An Estimate of the Religion of the Fashionable World, hy
one of the Laity, which, like Thoughts, was published anonymously.
Having begun her criticism of the fashionable world at the more
superficial, external level of manners. More in this work drove to the
heart of the matter by examining and critiquing what she described as
"the present state of religion among a great part of the polite and the
fashionable." According to More's system, this work was the necessary
complement to one on manners for, "manners and principles act
reciprocally on each other; and are, by turns, cause, and effect.""
Delving more deeply into the conscience and modes of the fashionable
life, this work was, not surprisingly, less popular with readers than
Thoughts. Still, it sold five editions in two years.^° More importantly,
it was part of that continuing cultural shift, heavily influenced by
Evangelicals like More, that culminated in a Victorian age marked by
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emphasis on social and moral consciousness. Mora's works addressed to
the upper classes have been credited with "contribut[ing] substantially
to that revival of interest in religion which was to become such a
marked feature of the Victorian period."''
In 1799, More published Strictures on the Modem System of Female
Education, with a View of the Principles and Conduct Prevalent Among
Women of Rank and Fortune, a work more squarely within the tradition
of the conduct book. This work went through seven editions in the
first year and a total of thirteen editions. Upon publication of Strictures,
"[cjongratulations and compliments arrived from almost every name of
rehgious or literary distinction."" It is not the purpose here to provide
an in-depth discussion of the particular curriculum set out by More in
this work, but it is relevant to note the continuation of More's literary
didacticism and its contribution to the world of letters, and how More's
works for polite readers ''establish[ed] her stature as a moral and literary
authority among her peers.""
More's next major work. Hints for Forming the Character of a
Young Princess, published in 1805, represents the practical application
to a particular case of the principles set forth in Strictures. The occasion
for the work was the education of Princess Charlotte of Wales, which
More (along with much of the nation, including King George III)
viewed as "the most weighty concern of the Christian West" at that
time." At the acknowledged risk of "not only officiousness, but
presumption, that a private individual should thus hazard the obtrusion
of unsolicited observations on the proper mode of forming the
character of an English princess,"" More produced a work wholly in
the tradition of the conduct book. Ford points out that such a project
"presumed a degree of audacity on More's part: a schoolteacher's
daughter from Bristol normally did-not pontificate on the education of
the second in line to the British throne."" Nor, it might be added, did
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the British throne normally receive and praise advice from such a
source. But, once again, More's propensity for bridging cultural and
social chasms and her diplomatic skill provided unusual opportunities
for propagating her principles and ideas. Thus, her didactic art gained
a royal as well as a mass following. While the work was "eminently
popular" upon its publication, it went through a mere six editions,'^ far
fewer than More's preceding works, perhaps in part because of the
seeming narrowness of its subject.
While many historians inaccurately criticize the Evangelical
movement for focusing unduly on the reform of the lower and working
classes while ignoring the middle and upper classes, Bradley points out
that the Evangelicals' greatest efforts toward reform were directed not
at the poor, but at the middle and upper classes. In support of this
argument, Bradley quotes More from her Thoughts on the Manners of the
Great: "their lives [those of the upper class] are naturally regarded as
patterns by which the manners of the rest of the world are to be
fashioned." Indeed, Bradley observes that the, "Evangelicals' most
persistent complaint was about the dominance throughout society of
the views and habits of the aristocracy...the principle of honor, the cult
of fashion, and a penchant for ostentatious and frivolous diversions."'®
The prevailing tendency of critics to view More's tracts for the poor
and middle classes and their contribution to the development of the
genre of social fiction apart from her other didactic works has served to
diminish the importance and originality of More's social ideas and her
place in the progress of social discourse." Indeed, the significance of
More's didactic influence is found precisely in her ability to reach
readers from all classes. Her efforts at reform among the lower classes
begins with the publication of Village Politics and culminates with the
Cheap Repository Tracts.
The first of More's tracts, titled Village Politicks; by Will Chip, a
Country Carpenter, was published in 1792 after
letters poured in upon Hannah More, by every post, from
persons of eminence, earnestly calling upon her to produce
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some little popular tract which might serve as a counteraction
to [the writings of French revolutionaries]. The sound part
of the community cast their eyes upon her as one who had
shown an intimate knowledge of human nature, and had
studied it successfully in all its varieties, from the highest to
the lowest classes, and the clear and lively style of whose
writings had been found so generally attractive.^®
The resulting tract, written in the form of a dialogue between a
blacksmith named Jack Anvil and a mason named Tom Hod, manages
"by plain and irresistible arguments, expressed in language pure and
universally intelligible [to expose] the folly and atrocity of the revolu
tionary doctrines" of the French Revolution.^' These "revolutionary
doctrines" had been recently popularized by Thomas Paine's Rights of
Man (the first part of which had been published in 1791, followed by
the second in 1792). Published anonymously. Village Politics repre
sented to More, at first, "a sort of writing repugnant to my nature,or
rather "un-Johnsonian language" as Hopkins puts it.^® Repugnant or
not, the tract was immensely successful, its circulation "incalculable."^''
Hester Thrale Piozzi paid to have the tract translated into Welsh for
distribution in her homeland; translations also were made into French
and Italian.''^ Thousands were purchased by both the poor and the
wealthy, and thousands more by the government for free distribution.
"Its success was a revelation of how powerful a weapon the cheap tract
might be," as it was designed to "supplant" the Jacobinical tracts so
popular and accessible at the time.^®
The success of Village Politics encouraged More to venture an even
more extensive undertaking. This was to produce regularly, every
month, three tracts, which would consist of
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stories, ballads, and Sunday readings, written in a lively and
popular manner; by these means she hoped to circulate
religious knowledge as well as innocent entertainment, by
way of counteraction to the poison which was continually
flowing through the channel of vulgar, licentious, and
seditious publications.^

The project grew out of a recognition that such literature was already
being effective employed—by the political and ideological opponents of
conservatives like More. As she explains in a letter to fellow Evangeli
cal and Claphamite Zachary Macaulay: "Vulgar and indecent penny
books were always common, but speculative infidelity, brought down
to the pockets and capacities of the poor, forms a new era in our
history. This requires strong counteraction."^^ More's old friend
Horace Walpole was among the first to offer to underwrite the
project.^ Although religious and moral tracts had been around a long
time, writers had not yet tried to entertain their readers through the
instruction contained in the tracts. Hannah More was the pioneer in
exploiting an idea advanced by her predecessor in the Sunday School
movement, Sarah Trimmer, which was "to reject the expository style
of older tracts in favor of narrative and verse.Though there is little
doubt that More is under obligation to Trimmer and her Family
Magazine, which served as a model for the Cheap Repository Tract, it
is equally clear that by adopting stories and songs as well as the format
of the chapbook and the broadsheet. More "broke new ground" in
popular literature." More welcomed the potential to be found in
employing a newer vehicle for her didacticism:
Being aware that sermons, catechisms, and other articles of
preceptive piety were abundantly furnished by the excellent
institutions already formed, she preferred what was novel and
striking to what was merely didactic. As the school of Paine
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had been labouring to undermine, not only religious estab
lishments, but good government, by the alluring vehicles of
novels, stories, and songs, she thought it right to fight them
with their own weapons.®^
According to Roberts, More recognized what had been a huge gap in
the literary offerings of her youth. There was little between the two
extremes of pure and fanciful romance and the straightforward prose of
the periodical. "[A]dverting to the multitude of improving and
entertaining books which were daily issuing from the press, for the use
of children and young persons, [More] added, 'In my early youth there
was scarcely any thing between "Cinderella" and the "Spectator.*"''
More wrote to Bishop Beadon in 1801, "To teach the poor to read,
without providing them with safe books, has always appeared to me an
improper measure; and this induced me to the laborious undertaking of
the Cheap Repository Tracts."'"* More perceived that as literacy and
leisure time increased for more of the citizenry, she was in a position to
use her pen in a form altogether different from the highly stylized verse
and essays of her earlier years.
The first batch of tracts appeared on 3 March 1795; 300,000 had
been sold by 18 April; 700,000 by July; by March of the next year,
2,000,000." Over the course of 1792 to 1798, approximately one
hundred tracts were produced for the Cheap Repository, about half of
these written by More" and many others by her sisters. More's
contribution went beyond sheer quantity, however; it was her pen that
added "sparkle and brilliance" to the effort.''' M. G. Jones finds the
literary value of the tracts to "rank high," stating, "Most of them are
vivid, picturesque, and dramatic stories written in simple, forceful,
unpretentious English." Indeed, More has been judged the "most
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successful of all the pamphleteers."'' In the first year of the Cheap
Repository alone, around two million tracts were sold,'° "an astonishing
record" that had never been seen in the history of English literature."
Bishop Porteus asserted to More in 1797 that he had heard of the Cheap
Repository Tracts "from every quarter of the globe."'^ The tracts have
been described as "one of the great success stories in eighteenth-century
female authorship."" More also has been credited with being one of the
first authors to serialize fiction in the "to be continued" mode." No
wonder, then, that the first publication of the tracts can be viewed as "a
signal event in the history of popular literature.""
Most significant to the success and influence of the tracts was the
fact that they were read by both rich and poor. As she did throughout
her life. More in this effort, too, acted to bridge the chasm between
people, in this case a gap that was both economic and social. She has
been recognized in this century for being one of the first to produce a
literature that spoke to England's "two nations."" The Cheap
Repository "became a favourite with high and low, with educated and
unlearned. It was soon necessary to bring it out in two forms; one for
the hawkers, and a superior style of print and paper for the higher
classes," according to More's biographer Thompson." Marketing the
tracts, originally written for the poor, to the wealthier was a brilliant
and successful strategy on the part of More. She explains, "[W]e
purpose next month to begin to print two different editions of the same
tract, one of a handsome appearance for the rich, the other on coarser
paper, but so excessively cheap by wholesale as fully to meet the
hawkers on their own ground.""
More's efforts and their successes did not go unrecognized in her
own day. The Evangelical Magazine wrote in 1809 that to Hannah
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More's pen "the world, in its different ranks, owes perhaps greater
obligation than to any other living author."" The Cheap Repository
Tracts' "phenomenal success" demonstrated "in an extraordinary way
how eager and how wide a market was now ready for cheap religious
literature."'"® In validation of More's work, the Religious Tract Society,
a few years following the launching of the Cheap Repository, remarked:
The general extension of education also renders it an impera
tive duty upon Christians to be more active than they have
hitherto been, lest the talent of reading, which they have
communicated as a blessing, should be abused and rendered
a curse.'"'
The Cheap Repository was "the begetter of hordes of imitators,"102
including the Religious Tract Society. The Repository proved so
profitable that its publisher continued on even after More's association
with the project ended in 1798.'""
Of course, more significant than their monetary success is the
literary influence of the tracts, which had "a monumental effect" on the
early nineteenth century's reading audience.'"" More had managed to
produce and disseminate didactic literature that crossed virtually every
social boundary. Bradley asserts that this literary medium "owe[s] its
origin to the determination of Hannah More."'"" No sympathizer with
More or her fellow Evangelicals, even Brown deems More "the world's
leading practitioner in this kind of art."'"" Significantly, the publication
of the Cheap Repository Tracts marked the first project ever in England
to involve the mass production and distribution of written material.
The cheap tract, a tool refined and popularized by the Evangelicals, was
"destined to become the greatest single medium of mass communication
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in the nineteenth century. In fact, the Evangelicals soon came to rely
almost solely upon tracts in producing reading material for the lower
classes.'®' In exploiting the potential of the broadside sheet as the
medium for her didactic purposes, More has been credited with
influencing popular publishing well into the nineteenth century.'®'
The success of the tracts lay largely in More's accommodation of
the style of the racier chapbooks and romances so popular with her
readers, but adapted for her didactic purposes. As one of her biogra
phers describes it. More made a "personal investigation" into the
ballads, chapbooks, and broadsheets so popular among her target
audience, "dirty and indecent stuff" (these are Jones' words, not
More's!)."® Modeled on these by-products of the cheap press, More's
tracts are characterized by simple language; lifelike characters, including
racier, negative examples, inexpensive prices that undercut the chap
books More was attempting to replace; local color in the form of tavern
settings and lines from popular songs; practical advice that, ostensibly,
could actually be of use to readers.
More maintained a tight control on the content of the Cheap
Repository tales. Anything that did not fit in with the well-defined
purpose of the project or anything deemed too excessive was not
accepted for publication in the Repository. For example. More wrote
to her sister in 1795 concerning the offerings of several ballads for the
Repository, "I was obliged to reject three because they had too much of
politics, and another because there was too much love.""' Her strict
standards were noted even by her closest friends, such as this remark
from Horace Walpole (Lord Orford): "Lord Orford rallied me
yesterday, for what he called the ill-natured strictness of my tracts; and
talked foolishly enough of the cruelty of making the poor spend so
much time in reading books, and depriving them of their pleasure on
Sundays.""^
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More took seriously her own admonition that "Dry morality will
not answer the end, for we must bear in mind that it is a pleasant poison
to which we must find an antidote."'" One of More's own contempo
raries, Hester Chapone, remarked to her, "You most successfully
practise the art of pleasing and entertaining, while you instruct, and
even while you rebuke." Likewise, Rev.James Bean acknowledged "the
cause in which we are engaged was served, by means of those tracts, in
places we [the clergy] cannot approach."'"
Not everyone so approvingly applauded More's appropriation of
the vulgar, even for didactic ends. In referring to her own tracts, Mrs.
Sherwood included a veiled criticism of More by describing her own as
"the first narrative allowing anything like correct writing or refined
sentiments, expressed without vulgarisms, ever prepared for the poor,
and having religion for its object."'" In 1863, when the Religious Tract
Society reprinted some of More's tracts, they were edited to conform
to the standards of the society, which evidently, were even stricter than
those of Hannah More!'"
More's tracts moved against the Evangelical tide not only in the
realism of their language of the common man, but in their fictitious
nature. Fiction was still suspect within much of the Evangelical
community, particularly within the tract societies."^ Erasmus Darwin,
poet and scientist, as late as 1798, found fiction to "give a distaste to
more useful knowledge" and to cause readers to "return to the common
duties of life with regret."'" The Evangelical Magazine urged the writers
and supporters of the Cheap Repository to rely on facts as the basis for
the tales told in the tracts and thus avoid the dangers found "beneath
the flowers of fiction."'" Contemporary writers such as Charlotte
Tonna charged that fiction, even that written for the cause of religion
was "not wholly consistent with Christian sincerity and truth."'^° Even
non-Evangelicals such as Dr. Christopher Wordsworth, brother of
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William and Master of Trinity, objected strenuously to the tracts,
particularly
Giles the Poacher, as "novelish and exciting,"'^' More's
theory of fiction seems, in this context, quite progressive, particularly
as seen in this "apology" offered by the narrator of part two of the tale
of Black Giles:
If I pretend to speak about people at all, I must tell the truth.
I am sure, if folks would but turn about and mend, it would
be a thousand times pleasanter to me to write their histories;
for it is no comfort to tell of anybody's faults.'^^
More's grappling with the role and rightful use of fiction is the same
struggle faced by generations of didactic writers. After all, who more
than the sheerly didactic writer is obliged to maintain strict adherence
to the "truth"? "For the didactic theorist," therefore, "the need to
explain the positive use of un-truth becomes a matter of some
urgency."'^^ More, however, was one of the first didactic writers to take
on that struggle and win. Thus, the tract as it took shape in the hands
of authors such as Hannah More has been rightly called the "forerunner
of the religious novel"'^'' and the model for the short story genre'^' at
the same time that it shared a purpose and readership with tracts rooted
in opposition to all that fiction and novels represented.
The form in which More's didactic views are presented is most
significant in its contribution to the development of English literature.
As Myers points out, several traditions for didactic, or "purposive,"
fiction interconnect in Hannah More's formula; these are the Puritan
tradition of realistic religious narrative, the educational tales for youth,
the philosophic novel of doctrine, regional chronicles of the laboring
classes, and the later Victorian social problem novel. More's influence
can be found in innumerable literary efforts, including the subsequent
Religious Tract Society, early and later nineteenth century novelists.
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and various periodicals;indeed, one critic finds that the chapter of Anne
Bronte's AgnesGrey titled "The Cottagers" "might well have formed the
substance of a tract by Hannah More."'^^ Thus, More's narrative
techniques contributed to the art of narrative fiction as it developed
into the nineteenth century, and particularly to the novel.

^ The Didactic Tradition and the
Rise of the Novel ^
The Cheap Repository Tracts had been an enormously successful
experiment in appropriating a form of popular literature for didactic
purposes and disseminating it to one of the widest audiences English
literature had seen. This feat led Hannah More to try her hand at
producing a novel—the very genre she had warned readers about in her
educational treatises—for the same purpose. More had received
encouragement for such a project as early as 1802 when William
Wilberforce and Henry Thornton had appealed to her to "write some
religious and moral novels, stories, tales, call 'em what you will....The
Cheap Repository tales, a little raised in their subjects, are the very
things."'^'
At this time novels were still disdained by polite audiences and
literary critics, in part because of increasing influence of the conservativism of the Evangelical movement on all aspects of life. Accordingly,
popular criticism of the novel at the turn of the century was under the
greatest influence of religious concerns since the publication of
Pamela.^^^ Many religious publications refused even to grant the status
of "literature" to the novel by reviewing them. Indeed, by 1800, "the
reputation of novels was so low that the Scots and Gentleman's maga
zines gave them scant attention, while in the following year the British
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Critic said that it was ceasing to review novels till it found something
'truly worthy of report."'"°
Sexism was another factor contributing to the novel's continued
failure to ascend to the class of true literature: most of the novels of this
period were written by women. Given the superficial educational
programs (so decried by Hannah More and others) under which even
privileged women were schooled, it is no wonder that many of the
novels produced by a female pen were but so much drivel. An editorial
concerning the readers of the "trash" going by "the title of Novels and
Romances" appeared in an 1804 edition of the satiric periodical The
Miniature. The editorial roundly criticizes the Grub Street hacks and
"idle females" writing within the dictates of the current fashion, and
complains that the novel exhibits the same "insipid or sensational
character" that it has for the preceding twenty years."'
No wonder, then, that her biographer described More's publica
tion of Coelebs in Search of a Wife as "an experiment upon which she did
not venture without much anxious hesitation.""^ Like most of her
other works, Coelebs was published anonymously. This time, however.
More dared not entrust her secret to even her usual confidants. More
did not reveal herself as the author until after the publication of several
editions and expressed genuine surprise that her friends so easily
detected "a disguise which I thought impenetrable."'" Reviewers who
failed to detect the author assumed it to be a man; some even suspected
one of the clergy. But More's writing style and her views were too well
known among her peers for the secret to remain so for long. "When I
tell you that I was delighted and edified with Coelebs, I say no more
than the truth," declared Sir William Pepys in a letter to Hannah a few
months following the novel's publication. "The discrimination of
character and the good tendency of the work would themselves make
it worthy of any writer; but the beauty of the language, and the
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brilliancy of such frequent and always consistent metaphors, stamp it
for your own.""'*
In a letter to Sir William Pepys written about one year following
the publication of Coelebs in Search of a Wife, we read More's own
explanation of her purpose in writing her first (and what proved to be
her last) novel:
I wrote it to amuse the languor of disease. I thought there
were already good books enough in the world for good
people, but that there was a larger class of readers whose
wants had not been attended to,—the subscribers to the
circulating library. A little to raise the tone of that mart of
mischief, and to counteract its corruptions, I thought was an
object worth attempting."'
Later, in the publication of her collected works. More waxed more
philosophical in examining the writer's obligation to fulfill the reader's
desire for novelty:
In the progress of ages, and after the gradual accumulation of
literary productions, the human mind—I speak not of the
scholar, or the philosopher, but of the multitude—the human
mind, Athenian in this one propensity, the desire to hear and
to tell some new thing, will reject, or overlook, or grow
weary even of the standard works of the most established
authors; while it will peruse with interest the current volume
or pamphlet of the day. This hunger after novelty, by the
way, is an instrument of inconceivable importance placed by
Providence in the hands of every writer; and should strike
him forcibly with the duty of turning this sharp appetite to
good account."'
Here, concession at last is made to the universal human delight in
novelty, as well as a recognition that such a propensity on the part of
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readers need not be contained; the novel provided an acceptable,
perhaps ideal, vehicle for satisfying the desire for novelty in the service
of moral instruction.
Coelebs in Search of a Wife was first published by Cadell in
December of 1808 in two octavo volumes. The bookseller had been
prepared to publish a second edition within a few days of the first, but
the first was out of print before the next could be put to press. Within
two weeks, "booksellers, all over the country, became clamorous for
copies," and ten more impressions were sold in the first six months,
twelve in the first year. By 1817, More was called upon for a corrected
copy for the fifteenth edition.''^ In America, thirty editions were
printed before More's death. Records seem to show that the novel had
more editions and brought in more profits than Sir Walter Scott's
Waverly and apparently had larger sales in America as well."' Coelebs
was second only to the Cheap Repository in success for More; the
novel's commercial success, in fact, was "unprecedented in the annals of
English literature.""' Historian Ian Bradley describes Coelebs in Search
of a Wife as one of More's most popular and influential works.''*"
Indeed, it may have been the most popular novel of the first two
decades of the nineteenth century.''*' According to records, Coe/efo was
"the most widely read novel of the first quarter of the nineteenth
century."''*^ Her book brought More 2,000 pounds in profit in the first
year.''*^
Of greater importance is the fact that More was "the most widely
read literary woman of her century" and "both by her writings and her
philanthropic achievements, was...exercising an influence accurately
described as 'nation-wide.'"''*'* She has been described as having achieved
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the status of "cult figure," even in her own lifetime."' Though her
novel has received little praise for its artistic merits, More believed, as
voiced by one of the central characters in Coelebs, that "bad taste could
never advance the interests of Christianity." Thus this novel provides
an important study in the potential and the limits of didactic art.
Modern criticism generally lacks appreciation for didactic art, and thus
works not only like More's Coelebs in Search ofa Wife, but even a novel
such as Sir Charles Grandison by as canonical an author as Richardson,
are shelved as merely anecdotal and uninteresting events in the history
of the rise of the novel. Contemporary readers, however, held a
different view. Though it is difficult to understand the appeal of works
like these through modern eyes, it seems likely, considering its history
of criticism on both moral and literary grounds, that without the
didactic use of the novel form, the novel would not have risen above the
ill-reputation that excluded it for so long from the category of polite
literature.
Perhaps the father of the didactic novel. Sir Charles Grandison
served as one of the foremost models for later writers of didactic fiction.
All of Richardson's novels, in fact, have been referred to as "antinovels""' because their moral content and didactic purpose shift so
drastically against the romance tradition. Written in the tradition of the
Spectator essays. Sir Charles Grandison was praised for being a complete
system of life and manners, even a worthy substitute for a tutor and a
school."' In addition to the didacticism of all his novels, Richardson's
work helped to establish a place for women novelists such as More,
whose writing tended to focus more on the interior lives and domestic
concerns that were popularized by Richardson's fiction. Indeed,
Richardson gave women a voice, "both in the direct sense that he had
created strong and independent [female] characters at the heart of his
works, and also indirectly through the evolution of a novelistic idiom
which granted primacy to traditionally 'female' attributes of feeling and
domestic virtue.""' Additionally, Richardson's close communication
with the female readers and self-appointed critics/editors of the
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Bluestocking circle contributed no small outlet for the woman's voice;
More was herself a second-generation member of this coterie of learned
women readers and writers. While initially the novel as a form seemed
"unpromising as a medium for the representation of a cultural ideal,"
conduct books, though unequivocating in their opposition to the
reading of "Romances," had created a place for a type of fiction that
could be acceptable for female readers; at the same time, something was
needed to safely fill their leisure time."' What better suited the purpose
than fiction that could instruct while it entertained.^ And who better
to fill the need than women themselves?
This mix of female authors, fiction, and moral teaching formed a
powerful trinity. The late eighteenth-century literary period that has
been "seen as a blank space," is "precisely that which sees the develop
ment of the paradigm for women's fiction of the nineteenth cen
tury—something hardly less than the paradigm of the nineteenthcentury novel itself.""' This paradigm must include the didactic genres,
such as those represented by the work of Hannah More who has been
described as "[a]rguably the most influential woman of her day""^ and
whose impact upon the women writers who followed her is widely, if
not prominently, recognized.
Through the growth of didactic fiction, which in form if not in
substance was so similar to the popular novel of the circulating libraries,
the reputation (both moral and literary) of the novel as a genre was well
on its way to being redeemed. For example, while the educational
prescription offered in Hannah More's works disallows the reading of
popular novels, the reading of didactic fiction (including periodical
essays by Addison and Johnson and abridged Shakespeare) was
encouraged.'" Although More's approval of didactic fiction, and even
some kinds of novels (such as Don Quixote), represented a much less
narrow approach to reading than that of some other Evangelicals,'" the
fact is that the possibility of fiction offering the reader morality rather
than immorality, instruction rather than mere amusement, and
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edification rather than debasement had finally been clearly and
authoritatively recognized. Thus,
A style of fiction was developed where the intention was to
give an illusion of reality through the setting of the story in
order to give "verisimilitude" to an otherwise bald and
unconvincing narrative—or to put it more bluntly, to coat the
powder of the moral in the jam of a good narrative.'^''
Along with its moral purpose and lessons and its use of the conduct
book as a model, the conduct novel is distinguished by a plot that is
advanced by the conduct of the characters rather than incident, with
behavior and deportment comprising the center of the action.'^^ As in
the spiritual biography, then, plot and incident are subordinate to the
development of the character through conversion or conduct. Frances
Burney viewed her novel Camilla and similar works as examples of a
new genre and defends them in her Preface to The Wanderer:
What is the species of writing that offers fairer opportunities
for conveying useful precepts? It is, or ought to be, a picture
of supposed, but natural and probable human existence. It
holds, therefore, in its hands our best affections; it exercises
our imaginations; it points out the path of honor; and gives
to juvenile credulity knowledge of the world, without ruin,
or repentance; and the lessons of experience without its
tears.'^^
Later, toward the beginning of the nineteenth century, writers such as
Maria Edgeworth began producing conduct books for the young that.
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rather than being written in essay form, were presented in the guise of
entertaining stories. And in the first decades of the nineteenth century,
so-called "silver-fork" novels served as guides to the newest members of
the middle and upper classes.*'^ More radical writers such as William
Godwin had a share in this newfound usefulness for the novel. In his
preface to his 1794 propagandist novel Caleb Williams, Godwin
comments on the ability of novels to communicate truth to "persons
whom books of philosophy and science are never likely to reach."
Accordingly, observes Godwin, "If the author shall have taught a
valuable lesson, without subtracting from the interest and passion by
which a performance of this sort ought to be characterized, he will have
reason to congratulate himself upon the vehicle he has chosen."
Thus, through the combined influence of the didactic writers and
the novelists of the eighteenth century, a new approach to fiction and
to moral teaching slowly emerged, an approach that shared similar
purpose and method with conduct books.''' Indeed, ideologically
speaking, "the novel was no different from the conduct books, the
periodical literature and educational manuals; formally, the distinctions
are often blurred.""' As this potential moral use for the novel became
evident, the novel rose from its mired reputation to gain recognition
and acceptance within audiences that had been its fiercest critics.
Hannah More played a central role in popularizingthis potential for the
novel, one that few critics of this vein of literature generally recognize.
For while Fanny Burney's novels, written with a purpose similar to
More's, outlived More's works in critical esteem, Coelebs in Search of a
Wife was vastly more popular in its time and, resultantly, more
influential in developing the taste of a wider reading audience. Indeed,
Coelebs in Search of a Wife has been called "perhaps the most significant
example" of the genre of Evangelical conduct novels for girls.It was
the novel's didactic potential (and subsequent successful use) that
transformed the genre from one viewed as merely vulgar entertainment
to one of great literary and artistic esteem.
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More is cited as the first example among "the most widely
published social writers" of the nineteenth century and one of the
women writers who played a role in "adapting the practices of female
preachers to social fiction." Furthermore,
More undoubtedly represents the best example in this period
of a women [sic] writer whose work insinuated subversion
while overtly preaching on behalf of the patriarchy...[her]
authoritarian, unitary texts give way to alternative perspec
tives and marginal voices.'^'
Because the novel was the literary form furthest outside the traditional
bounds of acceptability among religious conservatives, Coelebsin Search
of a Wife, of all More's works, was most significant in achieving this
effect. More can claim "a more important part in the creation of
English public opinion than her literary reputation would lead one to
expect...it is to Hannah More that we must turn to study the use of
fiction for propagandist purposes; she it was who initiated this
important literary trend." Because of her novel, More's "impact on her
own generation was sufficiently strong," enough to earn an entire
chapter in Kovacevic's study of the social novel.Ousby includes
Coelebs in Search of a Wife in his short list of widely read conduct books
of the eighteenth century.'" Furthermore, Kreuger reinterprets the
works of female social novelists such as Elizabeth Gaskell, Charlotte
Bronte and George Eliot in the context of their literary precursors
among women preachers such as More, rather than in relation to
Dickens or Disraeli.'" Kestner lists More first in his canon of female
social fiction and names More as one of the authors who dominated the
period from the later eighteenth century through the early nineteenth
century.'" In tracing the development of the industrial theme in
English fiction, Kovacevic places More among the most significant
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contributors to the rise of social fiction in England's industrial age,
crediting her for "truly popularizing the genre." It is, Kovacevic writes,
to Hannah More that we must turn to study the use of fiction
for propagandist purposes; she it was who initiated this
important literary trend, and such was her grasp on the
psychology of her reading public that she could provide
fiction as exactly suited to their tastes as to their pockets. She
was a past master of the art of holding their attention while
unobtrusively conveying her message.''^
One of More's biographers concurs:
Thirty years before Disraeli, forty years before Dickens,
Hannah More did something to make the two nations known
to one another...she had, in the words of a contemporary,
made a revelation on thought when, in her Tracts, she let the
poor know that the rich had faults.'^^
More was indeed concerned with social and domestic concerns, and her
work reflects this. Neither concern, however, defines the framework
for her approach to literary expression or interpretation. Rather, More
viewed all of these concerns through the eyes of her Evangelical faith
that by its nature, she believed, would have an impact upon social and
domestic, as well as individual and spiritual, concerns. What is most
significant about More's work is how it achieved such a powerful
effect—in both literary and social terms—on these and other concerns.
Much of this success can be found in the fact that More's didacti
cism was not directed solely to the religious or the irreligious. In
upholding the theological and political views she shared with religious
conservatives and Evangelicals, More spoke in a voice of legitimate and
recognized moral authority which empowered her to direct her
didacticism to those in her own faith community. More is viewed as
participating in what Kreuger calls a larger "Evangelical assault on
authoritarian clerical rule" which provided women writers with a
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rhetoric to condemn any new priesthood—secular or sacred—that
barred women's access to moral authority."'^' More's works often
condemned the prevailing patriarchal values for failing to uphold
Christian ethics and familial and social responsibility (see Kreuger's
analysis of More' as a political writer). Indeed, it was her Christian
faith that empowered More's call for change across the social spectrum.
"Christianity" asserts Kreuger, "legitimized women's participation in
the political debate while secular philosophy sought to exclude them."'^'
If the prevailing doctrine of the conduct literature dictated, as Lott puts
it, that women "theatricalize appropriate conduct for the more verbal
male sex, teaching by example rather than by precept...by providing a
'silent example' of correct behavior, making effective use of... 'looks
and glances',"'^® then More's precept-based didacticism was daring
indeed.
Yet, it was clearly More's Evangelical Christian beliefs that
provided More with the "literary innovations" that made her work so
successful.'^' Undergirded by this moral and religious authority. More,
unlike her more radical counterpart Mary Wollstonecraft, succeeded in
attaining an influence that reached into the next generation of writers,
novelists in particular. As a member of both Evangelical and literary
circles, Hannah More was uniquely positioned to bridge the traditional
gap between cerebral and celestial concerns. It was largely because of
More that Evangelicals and other conservative readers overcame the
distrust they had shared with those in the Methodist movement of
imaginative literature.
More differed from many of the Evangelicals who came before and
after her in both ability and desire to balance her work and her life
between faithfulness in religion and effectiveness in the world. While
non-religious writers ignored religious audiences altogether and most
religious writers overlooked their potential readers among the nonreligious, Hannah More "addressed the world at large." And much of
the world, at least for awhile, became her audience. More has been
credited as and "Evangelicalism's greatest publicist." She has also been
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deemed the "chief literary proponent"of the Evangelical movement. Thus,
More justly deserves the appellation, "mother of the Victorians."''^'*
"Indeed, it is no exaggeration to say that her books and pamphlets,
more than any others, paved the higher road to Victorianism."'^^ The
voluminous sales of all of More's works
point to a serious reading public extending beyond the time
of her death. How can we doubt that they helped to create
that public? From the first years of the century Mrs. More
looms high and more high, a towering figure of the moral
world....The claims of Mrs. More's friends that her writings
were a permanent part of English religious literature seem to
have been wrong; but the Evangelicals' belief that in her field
she was peerless, England's foremost religious and moral
writer for the people, was sound.
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